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ABSTRACT
DEEPLY SUPERFICIAL
by C. Ian Searcy
Through an exploration of the architectural aperture, this thesis seeks to abandon 
a representational understanding of the image and restore a more performative 
one. Architecture’s imageability – its capacity to create vivid and operative mental 
images – oscillates between two tendencies: the need to reflect a contemporary 
world view, and the desire to produce altogether new ways of seeing. Architecture’s 
history could be summarized as an endless cycle of the latter’s ossification into the 
former. In general, our recent paradigm is in a rut of representation. Whether we 
are championing the discipline’s political efficacy or acquiescing to the forces of 
capital, the architectural image is either pushed so far into the background as to be 
insignificant, or it is fetishized into an icon.
This thesis defines a performative image as one which engages the user in a 
conceptual flip from the experience of space to the perception of an image, where 
depth momentarily snaps into perceived flatness. By examining the architectural 
aperture and focusing it onto the quotidian aspects of our lives – collecting and 
collapsing the world into fragmentary and simultaneous images – Deeply Superficial 
seeks to blur the distinction between subject and object, and collapse the  
relationship between publicity and privacy.
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The radical transformation of our media ecology over the last two decades has 
fundamentally changed the way we understand the world and engage with one 
another. Immune and insulated from the harshness of our environment, we 
increasingly navigate our public and private interactions through mediated images, 
slipping continuously between a state of distraction (architecture) and one of 
hyper attention (mass-media). In this space characterized by spatial collapse and 
simultaneity, we have developed an intimacy with the superficial – an intimacy 
which does not replace the depth of physical closeness, but rather augments it 
through flattening the world into images.
This thesis seeks to engage this space through architectural from and suggests 
that our built environment can contribute to the same affective release and self 
aestheticization we seek in the screens that preoccupy so much of our time.
SUPERFICIAL INTIMACY
LEFT
Gustave Caillebotte, Paris Street; Rainy 
Day, epitomizing Walter Benjamin and 
Charles Baudelaire’s Flaneur
RIGHT
Today’s equivalent
C. Ian Searcy Spring 2013 PageDeeply Superficial Masters of Architecture Thesis Submission 01
Because of its relative slowness it is perhaps difficult to view architecture as an 
active agent in our rapidly expanding media ecology. But at the same time, we 
understand that our built environment encloses us in images as much as it does  
in plywood, plaster, and paint.
Yet, architecture has increasingly relinquished its role as an active agent in the 
construction of images in favor of serving as a background support for ideologies, 
lifestyles, and consumerism. It no longer produces new ways of seeing, it merely 
represents them. In order to restore some of this lost agency, Deeply Superficial 
appropriates mass-media techniques of flatness and simultaneity and re-articu-
lates them in the medium of architecture.
ARCHITECTURE & IMIGABILITY
TOP ROW (LEFT TO RIGHT)
Le Corbusier, Maison La Roche; Allison and Peter Smithson, 
House of the Future; Charles and Ray Eames, 1959 American 
National Exhibition in Moscow
BOTTOM ROW (LEFT TO RIGHT)
Archigram, Instant City; Julius Shulman, Case Study House 
#22; OMA/AMO, Dubai Renaissance
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These contemporary examples suggest a way to realign a representational 
understanding of the image with a more performative one. Rather than reading 
these projects through the pejorative stylistic lens of neo-modernism or 
minimalism, I’d like to suggest that by engaging the tension between depth and 
flatness they are articulating new ways of seeing everyday life: using form to 
aestheticize and reframe things that might otherwise go unnoticed.
PERFORMATIVE IMAGE
TOP ROW (LEFT TO RIGHT)
Sejima and Associates, House in a 
Plum Grove; Michael Maltzan, Pittman 
Dowell Residence; Johnston Marklee, 
View House
BOTTOM ROW
Myoung Ho Lee, Trees
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This ambition begins to outline a new disposition toward the architectural 
aperture, advancing the disciplinary lineage of the window’s relationship to 
mass-media: the theatrical subject-object positions found in Loos’ houses, 
the cinematic experience of the horizontal window and the architectural 
promenade, and the post-war suburban picture window broadcasting a public 
representation of socially accepted normalcy.
THE APERTURE AS A MEDIUM
THEATRE
Adolf Loos, Moller House
CINEMA
Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye
TELEVISION
Robert Skinner, Skinner House; photographed by Julius Shulman
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Rather than arguing for an altogether new way of thinking about the aperture, 
Deeply Superficial collapses this lineage, flattening their effects, creating a 
simultaneity of aesthetic subject-object relationships.
THE APERTURE AS A MEDIUM
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Two techniques have been identified in order to advance the architectural aperture: 
the portal and the profile.
Portals collapse one reality onto the surface of another, allowing for simultaneous 
coexistence and an instantaneous jump between worlds. The tension between 
flatness and depth allows for a conceptual flip from the experience of space to the 
perception of an image. 
PORTALS & PROFILES
TOP ROW (LEFT TO RIGHT)
Sejima and Associates, House in a Plum Grove;  
Michael Maltzan, Pittman Dowell Residence;  
Johnston Marklee, View House
BOTTOM ROW
James Turrell, Sky Space; Anish Kapoor, Circular Lacquer Dish 
(Deep Red); Sarah Oppenheimer, 610-3356
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PORTALS & PROFILES
C. Ian Searcy Spring 2013 PageDeeply Superficial Masters of Architecture Thesis Submission 07
The second technique is the profile. A profile line simultaneously describes 
a spatial relationship while registering as graphic form. The conceptual line 
tracing the edges of architectural form implies a perceptually flat threshold 
within volumetric space.
PORTALS & PROFILES
TOP ROW (LEFT TO RIGHT)
Sejima and Associates, House in a Plum Grove;  
Michael Maltzan, Pittman Dowell Residence;  
Johnston Marklee, View House
BOTTOM ROW
Joseph Albers, Despite Straight Lines;  
Frank Stella, Mas o Menos; Ronald Davis, Ring
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PORTALS & PROFILES
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When combined, the play between portals and profiles exceeds their singular focus 
and begins to imply strategies for organization. As the geometries defining the 
apertures begin to infect one another, units of space must mutually negotiate the 
eccentricities. The result is a tension between a serial definition of space and the 
alignments created by the apertures.
FROM TECHNIQUES
  
TO ORGANIZATION
C. Ian Searcy Spring 2013 PageDeeply Superficial Masters of Architecture Thesis Submission 10
One of the most ubiquitous building types throughout Los Angeles is the generic 
multifamily housing building. Given the ambition to frame everyday life in new ways, 
the small housing complex offers the potential to rethink the relationship between 
publicity and privacy. Using the aperture to create self-reflexive spaces re-imagines 
what the apartment typology might be.
PROGRAM
ABOVE
Ed Ruscha, details from Some Los Angeles Apartments
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SITE
The combination of a generic city fabric and a culture steeped in 
the production and consumption of images, along with its rich 
history of experimental domestic architecture, makes Los Angeles 
an ideal site to explore this thesis.
The specific site is located in the residential hills of silver lake 
with a 270 degree view of the Hollywood Hills, Santa Monica, and 
downtown LA. 
Because of its dominant orientation toward one view, engaging 
the hillside apartment typology through the ambition of this 
thesis provides an opportunity to simultaneously frame the 
quintessential views associated with Los Angeles Modernism 
while offering intimate glimpses of our own internal worlds.
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Based on initial explorations of the aperture, 
it became clear that it was more interesting 
to privilege a self-reflexive view across one 
unit over the views from one unit into another: 
views of our own internal worlds presented 
simultaneously with the vistas of Los Angeles. 
In order to achieve this ambition two 
organizational techniques were deployed. The 
first was the 60 degree fold.
A standard shoe-box apartment type – an 
insulated container with clear boundaries 
between inside and outside – is deformed with 
the introduction of a 60 degrees angle. This fold, 
while still allowing for views to the exterior, 
introduces a moment where the interior is 
framed by the aperture: an inverted corner 
window capturing scenes of daily life.
DESIGN
60 DEGREE FOLD
INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Unit D
Example of inverted corner window  
at the 60 degree fold
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This 60 degree fold becomes the hinge point 
around which each unit is organized. Rather than 
being defined by a catalogue of apartment types, 
each unit is instead typified by the geometry 
necessary to achieve the affect of the inverted 
corner aperture. 
EXTERIOR VIEW
INTERIOR VIEW
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FEET10 25 50
SITE PLAN
In order to systematize this 60 degree fold 
across the twelve units, a 60/120 grid is 
deployed across the site. These regulating lines 
lend a coherence to the otherwise idiosyncratic 
composition of apartments and circulation 
spaces. Each side of the resulting rhombi are 20 
feet allowing for a 17.5 foot wide apartment unit.
60/120 GRID
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INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Unit I
Showing an example of the  
punched window
The second organizational technique is the 
punched window. Starting from the same shoe-
box type, a deep window is articulated within 
the floor plan. This frames longitudinal views 
through the apartment allowing for adjacent 
spaces to share a perceptual relationship 
amongst themselves. 
Additionally these apertures articulate views  
of the exterior as volumetric insertions within 
the interior. 
PUNCHED WINDOW
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a a
b b
60’ PLAN
FEET5 10 25
The punched windows allow the rigid 60/120 
grid to be deformed. Their geometries shape the 
program of the apartments and imply transitions 
between rooms and between inside and outside.
EXTERIOR VIEW
INTERIOR VIEW
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EXTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
North
The punched windows are deployed 
systematically along each facade of the building 
in a checkerboard fashion establishing a serial 
quality to the otherwise eccentric form. The 
ambiguity of where one units ends and another 
begins emphasizes the aperture as the primary 
organization device. 
ELEVATION GRID
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38’ PLAN; 60’ PLAN; 48’ PLAN; 24’ PLAN
FEET5 10 25
Within the regulating lines and facade grid, 
organizing each unit around the aperture 
produces unique plan types: no two units are 
alike. The expectation set up by the regular plan 
logic and the serial facade is confounded upon 
entering the idiosyncratic spaces.
UNIT PLANS
C. Ian Searcy Spring 2013 PageDeeply Superficial Masters of Architecture Thesis Submission 19
SECTION A
The units are stacked in such a way that they 
produce additional exterior space in the form of 
roof terraces. Additionally, exterior circulation 
through the building is achieved with two 
continuous voids that meander up the hill.
A
B
C
D
F
G
H
K
L
I
E
J
UNIT DISTRIBUTION
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SECTION B
Through vertical voids
Two vertical voids link up with the circulation 
path and allow for daylighting and ventilation to 
penetrate the interior of the structure.
VERTICAL VOIDS
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The circulation spaces are articulated to  
produce the same affect as the apertures within 
the units. Through the massing and geometries 
of the building, a series of framed views are 
constructed that choreograph the user’s 
movement.
CIRCULATION PATH
EXTERIOR PERSPECTIVES
Of primary circulation spaces
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Exploring the architectural aperture through 
appropriating the contemporary mass-media 
techniques of flatness and simultaneity, 
this thesis rethinks the isolated and insular 
apartment typology into self-reflexive units. 
Everyday life – its special moments as well as its 
banality – is aestheticized into images.
INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Unit H
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APPENDIX
SITE PLAN
FEET10 25 50
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APPENDIX
4’ PLAN
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APPENDIX
SECTION A
FEET5 10 25
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APPENDIX
SECTION B
FEET5 10 25
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APPENDIX
INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Unit D
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APPENDIX
INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Unit H
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APPENDIX
INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Unit K
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APPENDIX
INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Unit I
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APPENDIX
EXTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
North
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APPENDIX
EXTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
East
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APPENDIX
EXTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
Circulation Spaces
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UNIT: A
1000 SQ-FT
1 BED
1 BATH
UNIT: B
950 SQ-FT
1 BED
1 BATH
UNIT: C
1600 SQ-FT
2 BED
2 BATH
UNIT: D
1500 SQ-FT
2 BED
2 BATH
UNIT: E
1000 SQ-FT
2 BED
2 BATH
UNIT: F
1300 SQ-FT
2 BED
2 BATH
UNIT: G
1100 SQ-FT
2 BED
2 BATH
UNIT: H
850 SQ-FT
1 BED
1 BATH
UNIT: I
850 SQ-FT
1 BED
1 BATH
UNIT: J
1000 SQ-FT
2 BED
2 BATH
UNIT: K
1100 SQ-FT
2 BED
1.5 BATH
UNIT: L
950 SQ-FT
1 BED
1 BATH
A
B
C
D
F
G
H
K
L
I
E
J
STRATEGY
PUNCHED WINDOW
ELEVATION GRID
EXTERIOR VIEW INTERIOR VIEW
UNIT GEOMETRY UNIT DISTRIBUTION
60/120 GRID
60 DEGREE FOLD
EXTERIOR VIEW INTERIOR VIEW
APPENDIX
CONCEPT DIAGRAMS
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APPENDIX
FRAGMENT MODEL
1/4” scale
C. Ian Searcy Spring 2013 PageDeeply Superficial Masters of Architecture Thesis Submission 41
APPENDIX
EARLY MASSING MODEL
1/8” scale
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APPENDIX
STUDY FRAGMENT MODEL
1/4” scale
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APPENDIX
EARLY STUDY MODELS
1/4” scale
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APPENDIX
EARLY STUDY MODELS
1/4” scale
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